This article is concerned with the under-representation of
Introduction
Providing a successful childcare program for Indigenous children and their families rests upon ensuring the availability of an appropriately skilled and willing workforce (the term Indigenous is used here to refer to those people who identify and are accepted as such by their community). It is widely recognised that a childcare policy that focuses upon the supply of places at the expense of addressing workforce issues is not sustainable (Department of Family and Community Services, 2003; Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, 2007; Whitebrook, Sakai, Gerber & Howes, 2001) . Furthermore, despite the evidence that Indigenous children would benefit from formal child care, they are less likely to access mainstream childcare places than are other Australian children (Department of Family and Community Services, 2003; Productivity Commission, 2005) . The reasons for this are complex, but include the inability of mainstream child care to develop culturally competent service systems that meet the needs and preferences of Indigenous childcare workers, and their children, families and communities. Bamblett and Lewis (2007) underline the importance of culturally competent service systems and argue that children and their families often fall victim to 'cultural abuse' in the form of agencies and practitioners intentionally and unintentionally ignoring, denigrating and even attacking their culture.
Important to the notion of cultural competence is the embedding of cultural information and practices in standards, policies and attitudes. Cultural competence is defined by the US National Association of Social Workers (2001, p. 9) as:
[The ability of] individuals and systems to respond respectfully and effectively to people of all cultures, languages, classes, races, ethnic backgrounds, religions, and other diversity factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, and values the worth of individuals, families, and communities and protects and preserves the dignity of each.
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The inability of mainstream childcare services to develop and provide culturally competent service systems serves as a significant barrier to attracting and/or retaining Indigenous workers in mainstream childcare services, and to Indigenous children and families accessing such services (Waltja Tjutangku Palyapayi Aboriginal Corporation, 2001; Fasoli, Benbow, Deveraux, Falk, Harris & Hazard et al., 2004; Trigwell, 2000) .
The research we are reporting thus highlights three significant issues raised by Indigenous people as essential in order to attract and/or retain them in the mainstream childcare workplace and, in turn, to increase the likelihood of Indigenous children and families accessing such services. These include: the provision of culturally safe workplaces with flexible employment practices and opportunities for Indigenous workers to receive on-the-job training. In this article we argue that Indigenous children are poorly represented in mainstream care services and that their under-representation results largely from a lack of culturally safe services and the significant barriers to Indigenous people entering and/or remaining in the childcare workforce. 3). The key objectives of this think tank were: to develop cross-sectoral understandings of current workforce issues, and the related issue of greater collaboration between stakeholders; and to develop strategies for addressing current workforce issues which affect the status of child care both as a profession and as a service provision.
Background
The recommendations put forward included: improvements to the rates of pay and employment conditions; an emphasis on training and professional development; and the development of a national workforce planning strategy.
Community perceptions of the value of children and children's services were also highlighted as important components of the issues affecting the status of child care. Consequently, the workforce planning project, specifically Government, 2008, pp. 144, 147, 148) .
In addition to the above initiatives, in October 2005 the Australian Government commissioned a broad-based national consultation with Indigenous communities and service providers to identify childcare needs and preferences of Indigenous families and children. This paper thus draws upon components of the consultations relevant to the above issues. Results from the larger research project will be published in separate articles. Limitations of the research included time constraints, the limited sample, and the contested role of government at the consultations because of philosophical differences about the appropriateness of child care and the role of government in the provision of child care.
Findings
A preference for Indigenous staff
The importance of local Indigenous people caring for Indigenous children was emphasised in most community consultations. The primary reasons for the preference of Indigenous staff looking after Indigenous children relate to both a lack of cultural sensitivity and understanding on the part of non-Indigenous staff.
For example, one parent explained: Although some service providers and community members acknowledged that they had positive experiences with non-Indigenous childcare staff, many told stories of feeling shamed and disrespected when they had approached a nonIndigenous childcare worker.
Their sentiments were summed up by another parent, who explained: -Member of a metropolitan community
The majority of parents also highlighted the need for trust in those caring for their children and the need for non-Indigenous childcare workers to become part of the community. For example, the parents at one service emphasised how their non-Indigenous caregivers had become part of their extended family They are people we see when we go to gatherings and meetings, they are still involved in our community-they are part of our family.
-Member of a regional community
The development of trust for the majority of parents was most easily achieved, however, when family members were working at the centre.
We must know the people working here, we have to trust the workers who look after our kids; in this community you must be on CDEP 1 -Member of a remote community to work in child care. Workers should be from the community.
A mix of ages and gender of caregivers was also seen as a preference. In general, the consensus was that it was good to have 'a mix of people, old and young'. While the important role played by senior women caring for children, and the importance of elders, were acknowledged as important considerations in choosing caregivers, a young women's group said they would like some young people like themselves because:
Some older people are a bit hard; we don't want the workers to be too old.
-Member of a metropolitan community Furthermore, while the majority of Indigenous childcare workers are women, the presence of male carers was evident (although no count of their numbers was undertaken). For example, two of the Multifunctional Aboriginal Children's Services had male directors and several employed male caregivers. One of the Multifunctional Aboriginal Children's Services had a male cook and another employed a male 'bus carer'. The importance of men in child care was also raised in several of the community consultations:
Would be good to have some men-boys look up to males, my kids are full-on boys, and they need some male input, including physical activity.
There's some interest in child care by men, [but] there is some stigma attached, and it would need to be a certain kind of male.
-Member of a metropolitan community
Having some men would be good, especially for the boys, they can be role models. If men are employed they need to have police clearance, qualifications and experience.
Culturally safe workplaces
A major finding from our consultations was the need for mainstream childcare services to provide a culturally safe workplace in order to attract Indigenous families and retain Indigenous workers. Cultural safety in the workplace incorporates the knowledge that as an individual you can express your identity, practise your culture and have your values honoured without fear of ridicule, chastisement or prejudice (Hutchins, Martin, Saggers & Sims, 2008) .
Culturally safe workplaces were represented in our consultations by those services that had retained their Indigenous workforce over a number of years.
In these services the staff had a strong sense of belonging and commitment.
The concept of cultural safety was reflected in many of the staffing practices in these services and the way the staff spoke about their work: 
Services need to get respect from the Aboriginal communities. This respect needs to be earned. Non-Aboriginal people need to learn how to speak to Indigenous populations and ask what Aboriginal people want. They need to be polite and treat Aboriginal people as individuals.
Aboriginal people are not all the same. You need to break the cycle of racism.
-Service provider from a metropolitan area Flexible staffing practices that took into account changing family responsibilities were also important in the provision of culturally safe workplaces and were evident in services that were able to both attract and retain Indigenous staff. For example, the director of one service allowed a caregiver who operated a mobile service in a remote area to swap positions with another caregiver while she attended to her family responsibilities.
Another example was found in a regional area, where an extended leave of absence was granted for a caregiver to look after her sick husband. In both instances, the caregivers returned to work once their family responsibilities had been resolved. As one director explained:
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The staff here have to have so much flexibility, you have to be prepared that within some months you will have no one, they will disappear, they will take off and do something different. You have to let them do that.
-Service provider from a remote area
On-the-job training
Even though the lack of culturally safe workplaces is a key factor in the shortage of qualified Indigenous workers, the major factor is the lack of culturally appropriate training. Service providers across the country stressed the need for flexible on-site delivery of training. This was believed to be important for a number of reasons. As one service provider pointed out, Indigenous people are:
More likely to start when assured of a position-rather than doing
training in hope of getting a job later. -Service provider from a metropolitan area
For many young women, the last thing they want is to go back to school [for training].
14 -Community member from a metropolitan area It is very difficult for many caregivers living in rural or remote areas to leave their communities to attend training colleges or universities:
There are a number of issues for women. Those with little kids don't want to leave the community for training in B (distant city-based site).
They want on the job training in J (local community) or at least in K
(nearest town) and they want to be paid while they train. They would be happy with CDEP plus top up.
-Service provider from a remote area Other service providers emphasised the need to recognise the skills that mature age women bring to the workplace and to value current competencies as well as undertake more 'on-the-job' assessment:
To help Indigenous workers to get their qualifications there has to be recognition of skills that caregivers had developed while working.
Experienced workers know a lot. There are the theories they need to learn about, but there is lots of things that they do not need to learn. Many childcare workers reported that they could not study at home because of family commitments. They believed that time to study at work was essential, as many were the primary caregivers for large numbers of family students at a time and place convenient for the students, usually their workplaces and usually after hours. However, while this level of flexibility was highly valued, there was some criticism that tutors were not affording students' current competencies a high enough value in the assessment process.
Several service providers themselves noted this as an issue of concern, and thought there should be more on-the-job assessments and less written work:
TAFE teachers don't give credit for workplace learning and don't check
for literacy and numeracy. Council, 2006, p. 69) . In addition to concerns about pay and conditions, a long-expressed concern for mainstream services trying to retain nonIndigenous staff is that, once staff leave the workforce to begin families or undertake further study, they tend to be lost to the industry forever (Bellm et al., 2002; Community Services Ministers' Advisory Council, 2006, p. 5) . The consultations highlighted that this is not so much an issue for Indigenous workers who often have family and cultural responsibilities that may take them away from their workplace at times but do not necessarily translate into that person being lost to the industry altogether. Indigenous childcare workers tend to return to the industry once the issues that took them away are resolved.
Importantly, those services which allow for and accommodate such changing circumstances have demonstrated their success at keeping their staff.
Third, Indigenous childcare workers have cited the need for culturallyappropriate training to take into account the legitimacy of the variations in the ways they engage with the demands of the workplace. The Secretariat of National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care (SNAICC) has advocated the need to develop Indigenous-specific training strategies that address, and are tailored to, the needs of the Indigenous child and family welfare and early learning and care services (2003) . One of the difficulties of current mainstream approaches to providing childcare training is that the nationally endorsed training packages are built upon competencies designed for mainstream services which do not account for culturally valued and context relevant competencies for Indigenous children and families (Fasoli et al., 2004, p. 12) . This is problematic for some communities on several levels: first, it has the effect of marginalising Indigenous knowledges and practices; second, such marginalising of Indigenous knowledge and practices results in a disempowering effect upon Indigenous workers and their children, families and communities; and, third, it takes no account of differing learning styles and contexts. As Campbell (2000, p. 10) In addition to the expansion of these initiatives, there is a need to modify the nationally endorsed training packages themselves, so that they legitimise Indigenous knowledge and practices, value current competencies, and acknowledge differences in learning styles, levels of literacy and contexts.
Interlinked with these issues is the need for flexible on-site delivery of training, which was seen as an important way to remove some of the barriers preventing Indigenous students from gaining experience, qualifications and employment.
Finally, and related to the above, is the reality that, without Indigenous staff working in the mainstream childcare service system and a significant effort to improve non-Indigneous understanding of the needs and aspirations of 20 Indigenous families, Indigenous children will continue to be under-represented in formal childcare services. Throughout the consultations, Indigenous people expressed the importance of Indigenous staff caring for Indigenous children and have cited this preference for two important reasons: a lack of cultural sensitivity and understanding from non-Indigenous staff; and, above all else, the need for those working with Indigenous children to be someone they 
